
 

This project is supported all or in part by Grant No. 2017-TA-AX-K065 awarded by the Office on Violence Against Women, U.S. Department 
of Justice. The opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed in the publication/program/exhibition are those of the 

author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the Department of Justice, Office on Violence Against Women. 

 
 

 
Consumer Advocacy Toolkit 
Debt Advocacy 
 
Many survivors of domestic violence are saddled with debt via fraud or coercion of an abusive partner. And for 
many, the process of leaving or seeking safety also requires money the survivor may not have or have access 
to (e.g. costs to rent a new apartment, moving expenses, legal fees), so they rely on credit cards or loans to 
cover these expenses. Regardless of whether a survivor remains with a partner or not, abusive (ex) partners can 
continue creating financial harm by accruing additional debt in the survivor’s name or by refusing to pay debts 
as ordered in a divorce. Debts are handled differently in consumer and family law, and consumer systems are 
often not attentive to the needs of survivors. 
 
This tool is a “cheat sheet” for our Guidebook Chapter and other advocacy resources on debt. Read below for 
“quick tips” to assess survivors’ debt, the basics of debt advocacy, and key safety considerations. Click the 
hyperlinks for additional resources and contact us for individualized  
support in your advocacy. 
 
Getting Started 
Screening Questions  

Getting Started 

 As far as you know, has anyone impacted your 
credit or debt burden? 

 Do you ever check your credit report? 
 Tell me about your household's financial 

situation. Who handles money matters? How 
often do you talk about finances? 

 Do you keep your address confidential for any 
reason? 

 Have you ever suspected your partner opened 
or used an account in your name without your 
permission? (possible identify theft) 

 Has your partner ever had you sign a 
document but you didn't know what it was? 
Ever threaten you to sign something or take a 
financial action? (possible coerced debt) 

  

 
Digging Deeper: Resources, Training & Tools 
Identity Theft, Coerced Debt & Predatory 
Lending: 

• Identity Theft: Guidebook Ch 5 | 2013 
Webinar  

• Coerced Debt & Debt Defense: 
Guidebook Ch 4 | 2018 Webinar 

• Debt Prioritization & Collection Defense, 
2013 Webinar 

• Debt collection agent form letter, Tool 
• Credit Discrimination & Predatory 

Lending: Guidebook Ch 3 | 2016 
predatory lending rules | 2019 updates 

Specific Types of Debt and Debt & Family Law: 
• Economic Justice in Family Law: Divorce, 

Spousal/Child Support & Child Custody: Guidebook 
Chapter | Webinar PowerPoint 

• Navigating Student Loan Options with Survivors, 
Guidebook | Webinar 

• Bankruptcy & Alternatives for Survivors,  
Guidebook | Webinar 

• The Foreclosure Process, Defenses & Alternatives for 
Survivors 

Be Specific & Survivor-Led 
Instead of asking if a survivor has 
debt, generally, ask about the 
specific types of accounts, such 
as credit cards, medical and 
phone bills. Ask if he/she/they 
has a balance on the account, 
if they are making the required 
monthly payment, and if they 
make these payments on time. 
 
And make sure questions about 
debt and financial accounts are 
brought up and connected to 
survivors’ self-expressed needs 
and goals. Financial assessment 
out of context can feel like 
prying. It should be clear how it is 
connected to survivors’ own 
safety goals. 

mailto:info@csaj.org?subject=Help%20with%20credit%20reporting%20and%20repair%20toolkit
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/5.-Identity-Theft-Chapter_FC_FINAL.pdf
https://csaj.org/resource/identity-theft-in-the-context-of-domestic-violence/
https://csaj.org/resource/identity-theft-in-the-context-of-domestic-violence/
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/resource/coerced-debt-debt-defense-safety-for-survivors-part-1/
https://csaj.org/news/view/debt-prioritization-and-collection-defense-resources
https://csaj.org/library/view/debt-collection-agent-form-letter
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/3.-Credit-Discrimination-and-Pred-Lending-Chapter_KV_FINAL-2.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Yvoak18hI1fEygAnOZnRHHq1dKiHRn9ZJiD_Fa0XVNA/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Yvoak18hI1fEygAnOZnRHHq1dKiHRn9ZJiD_Fa0XVNA/edit
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/CSAJ-Opposes-Predatory-Lending-Proposed-Rule.pdf
https://www.dropbox.com/s/2q61w6m1dc82uft/CSAJ%20Guidebook_CH10_Family%20Law%20and%20Debt_FINAL.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/2q61w6m1dc82uft/CSAJ%20Guidebook_CH10_Family%20Law%20and%20Debt_FINAL.pdf?dl=0
https://csaj.org/document-library/EJ_ppt.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/6.-DV-Student-Loans-Chapter-_NCLC_FINAL-1.pdf
https://csaj.org/consumertoolkit-BankruptcyStudentLoan
https://www.dropbox.com/s/bbe45uqgbasuhjf/CSAJ%20Guidebook_CH7_CSAJ%20Guidebook_Bankruptcy_FINAL.pdf?dl=0
https://csaj.org/resource/consumer-training-toolkit-3-bankruptcy-student-loan-debt/
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8.-Foreclosure-Chapter_KTSBM_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/8.-Foreclosure-Chapter_KTSBM_FINAL-2.pdf


 
Advocacy in Review 
(with links to in-depth resources in Debt Defense & Family Law Chapters) 

Assess for identity 
theft or fraud  
p51 

Do you recognize this account? 

Did you personally open the account? 

Did someone use your personal information to open the account without your 
permission or knowledge? 

Look at inquires section for further evidence of fraud (who has ordered past credit 
reports?) 

Assess for coercion 
p51 

Did your partner pressure you to open this account or take on this debt? 

Were you worried he/she might hurt you if you said no? 

Dispute letters & 
protections 
 

Determine if it is joint or separate debt p54 
 
Dispute Letter: 
• Copy credit report 
• Highlight the unfamiliar accounts 
• Copy additional information to support explanation 
• Use template letters to write dispute letter. 
• Send all of the above to the Credit Bureau (Send copies and keep originals. 

Addresses here.) 
• Check to see if the same error(s) are in all three Credit Bureaus. If so, send copies 

to all. 
…more here: Ch 2: Credit Reporting & Repair, p27 
 
Credit Protections p29-30 
• Credit freeze 
• Short-term fraud alert 
• Extended fraud alert 

Safety Considerations 
Credit freeze is the best way to prevent future identity theft, but needs to be lifted to open new accounts, 
apply for a job, rent an apartment, or buy insurance. They also cost money and take time to start and to stop. 
Discuss whether the survivor will need to do any of these things. Can the survivor afford to pay? Can your 
organization cover the costs? 
 
A survivor will need to file a police report for an extended fraud alert. Does reporting to the police pose a safety 
risk that outweighs the credit protection? 
 
Short-term fraud alerts DO NOT require police reports. They have to be renewed every 90 days and the survivor 
will be contacted by creditors to verify new credit. 

Available laws to 
defend against 
authorized use 

Unfortunately, there are not many good protections under current law. Consult with a 
consumer lawyer and consider: 

• p55 The Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA) restricts ways debt 
collectors can collect on debts. Survivors can send dispute letters, cease 
letters, keep a log of practices that could be FDCPA violations, and/or pick 
up the phone to request the caller stop. 

• p59 The Unfair & Deceptive Practices Act (UDPA) and Truth in Lending Act 
(TILA) for proactive claims due to unauthorized use. 

https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/10.-Family-Law-and-Debt-Chapter_LR_FINAL-1.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=6
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=6
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=9
https://files.consumerfinance.gov/f/documents/092016_cfpb__CreditReportingSampleLetter.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf#page=13
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/2.-Credit-Reporting-and-Repair-Chapter_KV_FINAL-3.pdf#page=16
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=10
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=14


Debt collection 
defenses 

For debts already in collection, consult an attorney consider defense like: 
• Improper service p61 
• Standing p61 
• Statute of Limitations p62 
• Establish MOUs with consumer lawyers to formalize case collaboration. 
• Identity theft / client does not owe p62 
• Use FDCPA violence tracked above to counter-claim unfair collection 

practices p62 
 
For Judgment and Enforcement: 

• Consider proper service (check claims collectors contacted clients 
personally) 

• Consider negotiating settlements 
• There are limits to the amount of wages that can be garnished 
• Protection of Public benefits from garnishment vary by state 

Safety Considerations 
Cease letters may stop harassing phone calls, but speed up a collections lawsuit – discuss the pros and cons 
with the survivor. p56 
 
Debt collectors may contact third parties, thereby revealing new addresses to abusive partners – don’t change 
addresses on debt in collection or set up a confidential P.O. box. (“safe mailing address” call-out, p58) 

Options in family 
law Cases 

If there are simultaneous family law cases (i.e. divorce), advocates and attorneys 
can work together toward for equitable division of debts and assets, including 
educating judges on the role and presence of coerced debt. Family lawyers can: 

• Determine whether to seek public assistance p157 
• Consider filing for spousal and/or child support (note that both may trigger 

additional legal cases like divorce and custody) p157 
• Map finance and assets p161 
• Negotiate a provision for each party to refinance debts p167 

 
Links to other consumer issues: 

• Bankruptcy may be an important option for a fresh start and easing the 
divorce process – but timing matters.  (See Ch 7) 

• Taxes: In New York, child deduction is no longer worth much with new Tax 
Law. It could be something to offer the other spouse during divorce. p165 
(also see Ch 9: Tax Advocacy and a tax and family law webinar. NOTE more 
recent changes to tax codes.) 

• Stipulations: Label accounts clearly, be specific about consumer intersections 
(i.e. client will claim kids on tax returns until ex-spouse is current on all 
payments) – these can help judges enforce orders when consumer and tax 
courts don’t talk to family law systems. 

Safety Considerations 
The potential for litigation abuse if seeking to bring up in family law cases. 
 
Is there ongoing financial coercion or abuse to discuss, monitor, or safety plan around? 
 
Remember that survivors may be forced to pay debts even if determined not liable in family law because the 
creditor is not a party in the divorce – consider ways to discharge, consolidating debts in new account under 
appropriate account holder, or bankruptcy. 

 
Where do you get stuck in debt advocacy? Compile and track trends and common issues. Discuss them 

during case reviews or use them to help build partnerships with consumer lawyers. 

https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=16
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=16
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=17
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=17
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=17
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=18
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=19
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=11
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/4-Debt-Chapter_DJ_FINAL-2.pdf#page=13
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/10.-Family-Law-and-Debt-Chapter_LR_FINAL-1.pdf#page=10
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/10.-Family-Law-and-Debt-Chapter_LR_FINAL-1.pdf#page=10
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/10.-Family-Law-and-Debt-Chapter_LR_FINAL-1.pdf#page=14
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/10.-Family-Law-and-Debt-Chapter_LR_FINAL-1.pdf#page=20
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/7.-CSAJ-Guidebook_Bankruptcy-Chapter_KTSBM_FINAL-2.pdf
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/10.-Family-Law-and-Debt-Chapter_LR_FINAL-1.pdf#page=18
https://csaj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/9.-Tax-Advocacy-For-Survivors-Chaper_JA_FINAL.pdf
https://csaj.org/resource/consumer-training-toolkit-2-addressing-tax-in-family-law-cases/

